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If you’ve ever longed for a mountaintop experience, the story of the Transfiguration is your story!
 
It’s a dramatic, mystical moment. Jesus is on the mountain with Peter, James and John. Suddenly Jesus is transfigured, changed before their eyes. He begins to shine with resplendent light. The disciples then see Moses and Elijah, dead many years, appearing before them, talking to Jesus. 
And they all hear a voice, the same words Jesus heard at his baptism: “This is my beloved son. Listen to him.”
 
The story has many layers. It tells us about Jesus’ mission, who he is as God’s Chosen One. It tells about Moses, who received the Ten Commandments on a mountain, and Elijah who was asked by Elisha to give him a double portion of his spirit. And it tells us about the disciples, standing agog on that mountain, bedazzled by this holy moment. They must have been confused, scared, and exhilarated all at the same time. 
 
In the middle of the shimmer, bungling Peter blurts out, “Let’s stay here and build three booths—one for Jesus, one for Moses, and one for Elijah.”
 
Jesus immediately says, “It’s time to go. Don’t tell anybody what happened here.” Well, they must have squealed, because we’re still telling the story.
 
In this story I’m drawn to Peter and his clumsy response. He sounds so human! As usual, Peter can’t quite get the point. “Let’s freeze this moment,” he says. “Let’s build monument and stay here.” He’s off the mark again. Here he has had a profound experience of God, a spiritual experience, and he immediately seems to generalize that God’s presence must be tied to this particular mountaintop location, this particular spot, this specific time. Let’s build three booths here, and we can capture this moment in a frozen structure!
 
Peter wants to externalize an experience which is basically internal, a matter of the heart. Let’s look at it from another perspective.
 
For many years Thomas Merton, the famous monk, lived as a hermit, a life of solitude, in a hermitage, a small cottage, in the woods of the Gethsemani, KY Monastery. Merton died in 1968, but people continue to marvel at his simple dwelling in the woods. Richard Rohr took a sabbatical a few years ago and asked to stay in Thomas Merton’s hermitage because he wanted to catch some of Merton’s prayerful spirit.
 
While he was there, Richard went out walking one day and saw a recluse, one of the monks who lived in complete solitude. No talking. Rohr saw him at a distance, but tried to be respectful and not disturb his solitude. 
But the monk saw him and recognized him. He then surprised Richard by breaking his silence and shouting to him, “Richard, you get to preach and I don’t. When you’re out there preaching, please tell the people one thing. God is not ‘out there.’ God bless you.” (See Richard Rohr, p. 101, Everything Belongs: The Gift of Contemplative Prayer)
 
So Rohr wrote a whole book on contemplative prayer to tell us that God is not OUT THERE—not in some place or moment or booth on a mountain top. God is within us and within the creation. As Rohr says, we would make giant steps if we could see that God is dwelling all around us and within us. Then we would have much greater difficulty destroying the earth or destroying people in whom God dwells. Our job then is not to go to some mountaintop to be “spiritual,” but to come to awareness of what already is—in the present moment and present time, exactly where we are in the here-and-now..
 
Someone has said that our search for God is like riding on an elephant, looking for an elephant. Or, our search for God is like holding a lantern, looking for a light. God is not “out there.” We are searching for what we already have.
 
Some students once came to a respected elder and said, “Help us to find God.” The elder said, “No one can help you do that.” “Why not?” the students asked, amazed. “For the same reason that no one can help fish to find the ocean.” (From Joan Chittister, p. 28, Wisdom Distilled from the Daily: Living the Rule of St. Benedict Today) We’re searching for what we already have.
 
A minister once asked Thomas Merton “How can we best help people to attain union with God?” His response was very clear: “We must tell them that they are already united with God. Contemplative prayer is nothing other than the coming into consciousness of what is already there. We must love God as our other self, that is, our truer and deeper self.” (From Thomas Merton in Wm. Shannon, p. 22, Silence on Fire: The Prayer of Awareness).
 
Why did Jesus take Peter, James and John up on that mountain? To get a little exercise? To see some beautiful scenery? To enjoy the camaraderie?
 
The story of the Transfiguration is a story that prompts and stirs our awareness. There are everyday moments when God shows up---on the trail, in the kitchen, in the silence, or as happened last Sunday during this worship service, in the sound of rustling rafters of the roof. At those moments God seems to be clearing the throat, or whispering, or shouting—all to get our attention. In that moment our job is to wake up and be aware of what we already have.
 
The mountaintop experience in our story reminds me of a statement my friend Wade Smith has made to me many times through the years---at various places on the road, in the house, riding in the car, or singing together. He will turn and say, “Mel, the center of the universe is right over our heads.”
 
God has a way of showing up wherever we are, “right over our heads.” God is inviting us to awareness---to deepen our communion, to savor the fullness of life. 
 
God is not “out there.” God is within and around us. Whether we are on the mountain and in the valley, our job is to realize that we already have what we search for.
 
Prayer: God, this is our prayer: Help us to be aware, alert and attentive to your blessed presence, which is fullness of life and grace abounding. Amen.
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